












Feminist	 journalists	 have	 come	 to	 expect	 special	 resistance,	 and	 even	 threats,	 from	men’s	
groups	as	part	of	their	work	as	journalists.	However,	the	biggest	threats	might	not	originate	




articulated	 xenophobic	 and	misogynist	 campaign	 against	 the	 Islamification	 of	 Norway.	 His	
ideas	are	still	being	shared	in	social	media	responses	to	this	tragedy	across	Nordic	countries.	
This	paper	 argues	 that	 this	 demonstrates	 that	 the	harms	 to	women	and	 to	 society	go	well	
beyond	 the	 individual	 victims	 of	 an	 identifiable	 incident.	 Largely	 because	 of	 their	 role	 in	
condemning	 and	 rejecting	 the	 hateful	 ideas	 advanced	 across	 social	 media	 forums,	 troll	




























over‐representation	 of	 females	was	 not	 a	 coincidence.	 In	 addition	 to	 being	 Islamophobic	 and	
xenophobic,	 Breivik	 was	 avidly	 antifeminist.	 In	 the	 manifesto	 that	 he	 sent	 to	 a	 thousand	
recipients	only	hours	before	the	attack,	he	made	this	clear.	Indeed,	as	analysts	of	Breivik’s	1,516	
page‐long	manifesto	have	noted	 in	 their	publications	and	as	expert	witnesses	at	his	 trial	 (see,	




Norway,	 Sweden	 and	 other	 Nordic	 countries.	 Internet	 trolls	 are	 people	 who	 write	 offensive	
things	in	order	to	provoke	a	reaction.	The	meaning	in	English	indicates	that	they	are	trolling	for	
reactions,	but	in	the	Nordic	countries	trolls	are	also	well‐known	mythological	figures	who	fear	
the	 light.	This	paper	argues	that	 the	deliberately	provocative	 ‘Breivik	 fanclub’	 response	 to	 the	
Breivik	massacre	demonstrates	that	the	harms	to	women	and	to	society	go	well	beyond	the	41	
female	 and	 36	 male	 victims	 of	 this	 tragedy.	 Largely	 because	 of	 their	 role	 in	 exposing	 and	
condemning	 the	 online	 forums	 that	 disseminate	 the	 ideas	 outlined	 in	 Breivik’s	 manifesto,	
feminist	journalists	are	particularly	threatened.	In	the	hope	that	sexists	and	trolls	will	wither	in	
the	face	of	public	exposure,	this	paper	offers	a	critical	commentary	on	the	brave	ongoing	efforts	





Declaration	of	 Independence	 (hereafter	 the	manifesto).1	An	expert	witness	at	 the	Breivik	 trial,	
history	 of	 religion	 scholar	 Mattias	 Gardell,	 described	 the	 manifesto	 as	 an	 Islamaphobic‐
zenaphobic	mix	in	which	antifeminism	plays	a	key	role.	Indeed,	Gardell	describes	the	manifesto	














widely	 viewed	 as	 fundamental	 to	Western	 democracy.	 As	 stated	 in	 Article	 2	 of	 the	Universal	















interrelated.	 Gender	 equality	 is	 an	 integral	 part	 of	 human	 rights.	 Freedom	 of	
expression,	 as	 a	 fundamental	 right,	 goes	 hand‐in‐hand	 with	 gender	 equality	
(Council	of	Europe	2013).		
	
Nordic	 countries	 are	 proud	 of	 their	 strong	 legislation	 protecting	 both	 gender	 equality	 and	
freedom	 of	 expression	 and,	 therefore,	 freedom	 of	 the	 press.	 The	 tension	 between	 these	 two	
fundamental	values	are,	however,	ongoing.	In	Sweden,	there	have	been	several	failing	efforts	to	
legislate	 against	 gender	 stereotypes	 in	 advertisements,	but	 freedom	of	 expression	has	always	
been	 the	 explicit	 argument	 for	 not	 regulating	 against	 gender	 stereotypes	 (Svensson	 and	





top	 five	most	gender‐equalitarian	countries	 in	 the	world	as	measured	 in	 the	World	Economic	
Forum	Gender	Gap	Index.	
	




broadcasting	 companies	 (Byerly	 2013;	 Edström	 2013;	 International	 Women’s	 Media	
Foundation	 (IWMF)	 2011;	 World	 Association	 for	 Christian	 Communication	 2010).	




Threats	 against	 and	 which	 target	 identifiable	 groups	 constitute	 hate	 speech,	 a	 form	 of	
expression	 that	 falls	 outside	 legal	 bounds	 of	 free	 expression.	 While	 there	 is	 no	 universal	
definition	of	hate	 speech,	 the	European	Court	 of	Human	Rights	 (Council	 of	Europe	2013)	has	
indicated	cases	in	which	free	expression	is	considered	hate	speech,	as	have	individual	European	
countries.	 Focusing	 on	 Sweden,	 criminal	 law	 on	 hate	 crime	 covers	 hate	 speech,	 which	 is	
explained	as	publicly	making	statements	that	 threaten	or	express	disrespect	directed	towards	
groups	 or	 a	 person	 for	 their	 race,	 skin	 colour,	 national	 or	 ethnic	 origin,	 faith,	 or	 sexual	
orientation	,	and	has	been	motivated	by	prejudice	based	on	race,	religion,	ethnicity	and	sexual	
orientation,	but	not	on	gender.	This	legal	situation,	that	hatred	against	women	is	not	included	in	
the	 legislation,	has	been	criticised	by	feminist	 law	scholars	(Granström	2007).	However,	 there	
are	 criminal	 code	 provisions	 under	 which	 hate	 speech	 directed	 against	 women	 might	 be	
prosecuted,	 and	 there	 are	 court	 cases	 that	 have	 resulted	 in	 people	 being	 convicted	 and	






blogs,	 Facebook,	 and	 commentary	 on	 traditional	 news	 media.	 Sexualised	 hate	 speech,	 the	
principle	concern	of	this	paper,	does	not	exist	as	a	legal	term.	However,	it	is	commonly	used	in	









The	 urge	 of	 some	 trolls	 to	 defame	 or	 threaten	 female	 journalists	 as	 women	 is	 particularly	
important	 given	 the	 pervasiveness	 of	 Internet	 media	 at	 the	 present	 time.	 Simply	 stated,	
traditional	media	has	given	way	to	something	that	is	more	individualised	and	interactive.	More	
people	are	so‐called	‘prosumers’,	people	who	increasingly	both	use	and	produce	media	(Olsson	
2013).	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 it	 has	 become	 easier	 to	 be	 anonymous,	 and	 thus	 to	 raise	 openly	
misogynist	 voices	 towards	 feminists,	 feminist	 media,	 feminist	 journalists	 and,	 more	 broadly,	
women	who	 speak	 up.	 It	 should	 be	 noted	 that	 both	male	 and	 female	 journalists	 face	 threats	
almost	 as	 part	 of	 the	 profession,	 especially	 for	 journalists	 who	 cover	 controversial	 issues.	
Indeed,	 surveyed	 male	 and	 female	 journalists	 report	 receiving	 threats	 at	 approximately	










December	 2012,	 Åsa	 Lindeborg,	 the	 cultural	 editor	 of	 the	 largest	 daily	 tabloid	 Aftonbladet,	
reported	that	she	could	no	longer	live	in	her	apartment;	 indeed,	she	had	to	live	separate	from	
her	 family	 due	 to	 persistent	 and	 serious	 threats	 against	 her.	 Then,	 in	March	 2013,	 the	most	





The	Mission	 Investigate	 documentary	 revealed	 how	 antipathy	 towards	 women,	 feminists	 and	
journalists,	 and	 xenophobia,	 intertwine	 in	 contemporary	 online	 media.	 As	 part	 of	 the	






Maria	 Sveland,	 I	 will	 give	 you	 an	 ultimatum,	 you	 either	 quit	 your	 job	 as	 a	
journalist,	live	your	pathetic	life	anonymously	and	make	a	living	out	of	a	with	a	9	
to	5	 job,	or	prepare	yourself	 for	war,	a	 life	where	you	never	feel	safe.	One	day	I	




















had	tried	 to	 track	down	 the	perpetrators,	making	 it	clear	 that	 their	 intent	was	 that	 the	police	
would	 hold	 those	 making	 the	 threats	 accountable	 for	 their	 actions.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 they	
questioned	why	the	police	had	not	responded	to	such	threats	in	the	past.	They	also	questioned	





YouTube	 had	 received	 369,600	 clicks	 by	 April	 2016.	 Indeed,	 the	 Mission	 Investigate	
documentary	 received	 international	 recognition,	 and	 reporters	 Nicke	 Nordmark	 and	 Hasse	
Johansson	 received	 the	 Gold	 World	 Medal	 award	 at	 the	 international	 New	 York	 Festivals	
World’s	Best	TV	&	Films	festival	in	2014.	
	
The	Mission	 Investigate	documentary	also	spurred	others	 to	 think	about	ways	of	 investigating	
the	phenomena	of	 threats	 and	bad	behaviour	on	 the	 Internet.	 In	2014,	 a	 commercial	 channel	
started	a	TV	show	called	The	Troll	Hunters	(Trolljägarna).	In	the	program,	well‐known	journalist	
Roberts	 Aschberg	 hunts	 down	 trolls	 and	 asks	 them	 what	 they	 are	 doing.	 Assisted	 by	 law	
professor	Mårten	 Schultz,	 they	 sometimes	 took	 legal	 action.	 The	merits	 of	 the	 program	were	
intensely	 debated	 not	 only	 for	 the	 unconventional	methods	 it	 used,	 but	 also	 for	 the	 fact	 that	
people	 started	 pursuing	 the	 trolls	 that	 had	 been	 in	 the	 spotlight.	 The	 program	 itself	 was	




information	 about	 the	most	 active	 people	 giving	 comments	 on	 sites	 that	 are	 connected	with	
racist	 and	extreme	 right‐wing	 forums.	Their	 investigation	 indicated	persons	giving	comments	
were	 typically	middle‐aged	men	 from	 all	 segments	 of	 society.	 These	men	may	 have	 different	
















the	 material	 and	 separate	 libel	 and	 unlawful	 threats	 from	 negative	 comments.	 They	 also	
managed	to	track	down	a	man	who	had	threatened	several	female	journalists	and	other	women	
and	politicians.	 This	man	was	 sentenced	 to	 six	months	 of	 probation	 for	 unlawful	 threats	 and	
sexual	molestation	(Courtcase	B	3963‐13).	Unfortunately,	even	though	the	court	believed	that	






As	 the	 Blondinbella	 case	 was	 proceeding,	 the	 courts	 began	 imposing	 fines	 on	 more	 people,	
though	the	value	of	the	fines	have	been	low.	One	example	is	a	court	case	from	2014	involving	a	
female	journalist	who	received	several	threats	which	she	reported	to	the	police.	In	this	case,	the	
court	 found	 that	 it	 is	 acceptable	 to	write	 [translated	 from	Swedish]	 ‘to	me	gender	 equality	 is	
when	you	take	a	sexist	feminist	whore	in	the	vagina	with	a	large	knife’.	The	court	ruled	that	this	

























The	 resistance	 of	 certain	men	 to	women’s	 rights	 is	 sometimes	 explained	 by	 changing	 power	
relations	between	men	and	women	in	society,	which	influence	some	men	to	blame	feminists	for	
their	 problems	 (Anderson	 2014;	 Blais	 and	 Dupuis‐Déri	 2012).	 Nordic	 scholars	 have	 tried	 to	
develop	 a	 more	 complex	 analysis	 that	 draws	 upon	 intersectional	 understandings	 (Bredesen	
2104;	 Eriksson	 2013;	 Gottzén	 2011;	 Gottzen	 and	 Mellström	 2014;	 Keskinen	 2013).	 This	
approach	recognises	that	there	is	a	clear	connection	between	racism	and	antifeminism	in	Nordic	
politics.	 The	 report	Patriotism	and	Patriarchy	 –The	 Impact	of	Nationalism	on	Gender	Equality	
(Ekerstedt	 2014),	 describes	 how	 strong	nationalism	 in	 Europe	 affects	women’s	 human	 rights	
and	 women’s	 role	 in	 society.	 It	 raises	 concern	 that	 the	 growing	 nationalist	 parties	 will	 join	
forces	 with	 other	 nationalists	 in	 the	 fight	 against	 immigrants,	 LGBTQ	 persons,	 and	 women’s	
rights.	‘Such	developments	mean	that	core	human	rights	are	at	risk	of	being	undermined	–	and	
the	gender	equality	successes	that	the	women’s	movement	has	achieved	during	its	many	years	
of	 struggle	 risk	 being	 thwarted’	 (Ekerstedt	 2014:	 27).	 Kvinna	 till	 Kvinna	 and	 another	








‘They	 are	maintaining	 and	 reinforcing	 and	 normalising	 a	 culture	 of	 sexism,	 where	men	 who	












One	 of	 the	 most	 critical	 voices	 was	 a	 blogger	 called	 Citizen	 X	 who	 in	 November	 2011	 was	
responsible	for	writing	‘A	murdered	feminist	is	a	good	feminist’	on	his	blog	(no	longer	available	













the	 net	 hate	 problem.	 In	December	 2012,	 the	 so	 called	 ‘Instagram	 riots’	 took	 place	 at	 a	 high	








The	 problems	 of	 threats	 and	 sexualised	 hate	 speech	 towards	 female	 journalists	 are	 at	 least	
twofold.	 Firstly,	 the	 purpose	 of	 the	 threats	 is	 to	 silence.	 Many	 journalists	 refer	 to	 the	 self‐
censoring	 mechanism	 of	 threats	 and	 hate	 speech.	 Is	 it	 worth	 taking	 up	 the	 fight?	 The	
harassment	might	also	scare	other	women	and	keep	them	from	entering	journalism.	Secondly,	
one	 never	 knows	 when	 words	 will	 turn	 into	 actions.	 When	 the	 trolls	 are	 confronted	 by	




Sexualised	 hate	 speech	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 an	 expression	 of	 power	 or	 lack	 of	 power.	 The	 female	
journalists	under	attack	are	often	successful,	whereas	the	person	making	the	threats	might	not	
feel	 that	way,	 and	making	 threats	 can	be	a	way	of	 controlling	and	having	power	over	 visible,	
outspoken	successful	women.	That	seemed	to	be	the	case	with	the	blogger	Citizen	X	who	clearly	
identified	himself	as	an	underdog	who	only	had	his	blog	to	 fight	back.	Many	of	 the	 journalists	
that	have	been	facing	sexualised	hate	speech	are	not	outspoken	feminists;	their	only	‘crime’	 is	
their	visibility	as	women.	Threats	and	sexualised	hate	speech	may	limit	female	journalists	but	in	
Sweden	many	 of	 the	 journalists	 have	 chosen	 to	 speak	 openly	 about	 the	 threats.	 As	 a	 result,	









The	 media	 can	 choose	 to	 highlight	 antifeminists	 in	 many	 ways.	 There	 are	 examples	 where	
antifeminists	 seem	 to	 have	 free	 access	 to	 television	 viewers	 but,	 as	 this	 article	 describes,	 the	
media	can	also	put	a	critical	spotlight	on	antifeminist	activities.	Most	of	the	people	behind	the	
sexualised	hate	speech	are	men,	and	they	appear	 to	both	court	and	fear	public	attention.	This	
paper	 participates	 in	 raising	 awareness	 of	 the	 issue	 in	 the	 hope	 that	 their	 position	 will	 be	
weakened	as	 their	actions	become	visible.	Like	 the	 trolls,	 they	will	hopefully	disappear	 in	 the	
light.	
	
As	 mentioned	 earlier,	 Sweden	 has	 had	 a	 web‐based	 feminist	 newspaper	 that	 has	 been	
investigating	the	trolls	and	countered	threats,	and	that	continues	to	stand	up	for	feminism	and	
feminist	journalists.	It	is	also	part	of	international	networks	and	has	commissioned	a	journalist	






highly	 valued,	 there	 has	 been	 a	 dearth	 of	 response	 from	 society	 to	 sexualised	 hate	 speech.	
Criminal	authorities	lack	knowledge	on	how	to	deal	with	these	issues	and,	moreover,	some	laws	
that	might	apply	–	such	as	unlawful	threats	and	libel	–	are	seldom	used.	Sexualised	hate	speech,	













2	 The	 English	 title	 is	 now	 changed	 to	 Surfing	 the	Web	 of	Hate	 (http://svtsales.com/programme‐sales/surfing‐the‐
web‐of‐hate/).	
3	 The	 journalists	who	went	 public	were	 Karin	Hubinette,	 Åsa	 Lindeborg,	 Lisa	Magnusson,	 Ann‐Charlotte	Martéus,	
Fridah	Jönsson,	Maria	Sveland,	Sanna	Lundell,	Jenny	Alversjö,	Titti	Schultz,	Anna‐Klara	Bratt,	My	Vingren	and	Anna	
Hedenmo.	
4	 The	 reason	 for	 the	 Research	 group	 finding	 so	 few	 younger	 men	might	 be	 explained	 by	 younger	 men`s	 greater	
likelihood	 of	 having	 better	 knowledge	 on	 how	 not	 to	 leave	 any	 tracks	 on	 the	 web,	 and	 thus	 safeguard	 their	
anonymity.	
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